
LENT 2 Year B 2015 

‘Unto God who is everywhere, we come by love and not by navigation.’ – St Augustine 
 
The readings from Mark’s Gospel have been bouncing around over the past few weeks – 
enough to make you head spin! We had several weeks of healings, then Transfiguration, 
Baptism and Temptation and now back to the scene immediately before the 
Transfiguration. It is as Jesus and the disciples travel through Caesarea Philippi that he asks 
them who people believe him to be, and then who they believe him to be. Peter replies 
with the words, ‘You are the Messiah,’ and the reading today follows on from that point. 
The question Jesus asks his disciples is just as much a question to you and me as to them. 
‘Who do you say I am.’ 
 
All three readings today consider faith and human response. 
  
The Old Testament reading concerns Abraham and the promise of a covenant with God. 
‘You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations,’ says God to this man, who has 
wandered from place to place in search of a homeland. What is compelling about this 
journeying is that there is almost a mysterious attraction or compulsion which strikes the 
reader as evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit within Abraham’s life. There is an 
inexplicable pressure towards one course, the blocking of other paths that then lead to an 
understanding of God’s desire for a relationship. 
 
However, what is also noticeable is, that along with most of us, Abraham seeks to impose 
his own will and conditions on the loving relationship offered by God. After the promise of 
an enduring covenant, God tells Abraham of his role and of Sarah’s as patriarch and 
matriarch of Faith. Abraham’s response? He laughs in irony! A little later in the account, 
Sarah also laughs in disbelief, somewhat bitterly, when she hears that she is to have a child.  
 
God, of course, has the last laugh and confounds both with the birth of Isaac, when their 
ironic laughter becomes that of joy. The rule book of life is tuned upside down by God and 
they do indeed become faithful. 
 
In the Gospel reading, we heard the turning point in Mark’s account. Until now, Jesus has 
been portrayed as a teacher – one who has shown the healing touch of God on people’s 
lives, but who now reveals the full measure of who he is to the disciples. We watch as they 
travel their journey of faith.  And what a rocky journey it is! Peter has just acknowledged 
that Jesus is the Messiah – the anointed one. Jesus then explains what is to happen – ‘the 
Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the authorities, killed and then 
rise again.’ 
 
No wonder Peter can’t get his head around it and starts to tell Jesus off, before the Lord 
turns to him and says, ‘Get behind me Satan! You are not setting your mind on divine things 
but on human things.’  Peter imposes his own set of rules on who he thinks Jesus should be. 
In human terms, it is easy to have sympathy with Peter. He has leapt at the commonly held 



understanding of what people longed for in the Messiah – yes, an agent of God, but also a 
warrior king who would drive the Roman occupiers out of the Holy Land – a fulfilling of the 
Covenant made to Abraham. It sounds all too familiar with many situations around the 
world, doesn’t it – including the Holy Land. 
 
We are living in tumultuous times. Scandals rock the Church, the State, charities, the arts, 
sport – you name it, and it feels as if the very pillars of society are tumbling around our 
ears. I’m not even mentioning Brexit! However, what we should remember is that it will be 
a very small number of people within any one of these different areas of life who bring 
about such terrible things. Most people try to do their best to live positive lives. Yes, there 
does absolutely seem to be a culture in some organisations where cover-up seems an easy 
way out, and this is something which must be tackled urgently. Our own diocese comes 
under scrutiny next month at the Jay enquiry. It will be a painful time. Yet we owe it to 
those who have been damaged to have a voice. However, the must be a balance to the 
approach to long-standing problems and scandals.  
 
People will have been shocked at the revelations about Brendon Cox, the husband of the 
murdered MP Jo Cox, particularly as many will have been moved by his role after her death 
in seeking to bring about a change in public discourse – a desire for promote tolerance 
between those with different opinions. This laudable work faces being derailed following 
revelations about Mr Cox, and there is still an ongoing debate in both the left and right-
wing chatterati which seems to want to condemn him to a life of purdah, when above all he 
is doing his best to bring up two motherless children. Yes, he has done wrong, but surely, as 
a society we should hold on to the idea of redemption and forgiveness?  
 
In much of these current maelstroms there is the whiff of hypocrisy, together with the cult 
of self. We try to form ideas that areas of our lives should only exist in the image that we 
wish them to be.  ‘I wish Oxfam to be………..a left-wing protest group with a bolt-on aid 
programme; I wish Oxfam to be a right-wing laissez faire organisation providing crumbs 
from the table of the West, I wish……….’ 
 
This, of course is what goes wrong for Peter when he tries to shoe-horn Jesus into the role 
of Messiah. He wants him to be as he wants.  
 
Jesus, however, turns Messiahship on its head. The fulness of God’s love is revealed within 
our humanity when Jesus just gives himself - he dies on the cross. He gives himself through 
an overflowing of grace which then leads to Resurrection life for all who believe in him.  
 
What does this mean? Well, as I have said before, it doesn’t mean that we trundle through 
life in the hope of making it to heaven, reaching the pearly gates and collapsing exhausted 
into the arms of Peter saying, ‘check the names, let me in!’ No. We can leave God to sort 
that out! What we are called to do is to lead faithful lives, lives where we lay aside ‘self’ and 
give to others in the knowledge that Jesus has given everything for us. As we journey in the 
knowledge of his love, we find our true identities through seeking to love our neighbour as 
ourself. This can be a challenging and rough road and sometimes it will seem well-nigh 



impossible. It requires us to speak out for justice and mercy, and ultimately leads us to 
allow the rich and abundant life of faith to flow through us, welling up to eternal life.  
 
As Paul emphasises, faith is the bridge that enables us to enter a new covenant lived in the 
knowledge that Jesus calls us to lives transformed by the knowledge of his great love 
revealed through his path to glory. Peter, who fails time and time again, eventually 
understands this promise in its entirety, and finds true life as he responds to the compelling 
and moulding power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
So, we are called, as St Augustine said, to ‘come to God by love, and not by navigation.’ In 
other words, to respond to the call of Jesus within every aspect of our lives, in the 
knowledge of true life revealed in its entirety through his death and resurrection. 
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Genesis 17: 1-7, 15-16 
17 When Abram was ninety-nine years old, the Lord appeared to Abram, and said to him, ‘I am God 
Almighty;[a] walk before me, and be blameless. 2 And I will make my covenant between me and you, and 
will make you exceedingly numerous.’ 3 Then Abram fell on his face; and God said to him, 4 ‘As for me, this 
is my covenant with you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations. 5 No longer shall your name 
be Abram,[b] but your name shall be Abraham;[c] for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of 
nations. 6 I will make you exceedingly fruitful; and I will make nations of you, and kings shall come from 
you. 7 I will establish my covenant between me and you, and your offspring after you throughout their 
generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring[d] after you. 
15 God said to Abraham, ‘As for Sarai your wife, you shall not call her Sarai, but Sarah shall be her name. 16 I 
will bless her, and moreover I will give you a son by her. I will bless her, and she shall give rise to nations; 
kings of peoples shall come from her.’ 
 
Romans 4: 13-25 
13 For the promise that he would inherit the world did not come to Abraham or to his descendants through 
the law but through the righteousness of faith. 14 If it is the adherents of the law who are to be the heirs, 
faith is null and the promise is void. 15 For the law brings wrath; but where there is no law, neither is there 
violation. 
16 For this reason it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all 
his descendants, not only to the adherents of the law but also to those who share the faith of Abraham (for 
he is the father of all of us, 17 as it is written, ‘I have made you the father of many nations’)—in the 
presence of the God in whom he believed, who gives life to the dead and calls into existence the things 
that do not exist. 18 Hoping against hope, he believed that he would become ‘the father of many nations’, 
according to what was said, ‘So numerous shall your descendants be.’ 19 He did not weaken in faith when 
he considered his own body, which was already[a] as good as dead (for he was about a hundred years old), 
or when he considered the barrenness of Sarah’s womb. 20 No distrust made him waver concerning the 
promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as he gave glory to God, 21 being fully convinced that God 
was able to do what he had promised. 22 Therefore his faith[b] ‘was reckoned to him as righteousness.’ 
23 Now the words, ‘it was reckoned to him’, were written not for his sake alone, 24 but for ours also. It will 
be reckoned to us who believe in him who raised Jesus our Lord from the dead, 25 who was handed over to 
death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification. 
 
Mark 8: 31-38 
31 Then he began to teach them that the Son of Man must undergo great suffering, and be rejected by the 
elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. 32 He said all this 
quite openly. And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. 33 But turning and looking at his disciples, 
he rebuked Peter and said, ‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are setting your mind not on divine things but 
on human things.’ 
34 He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any want to become my followers, let them 
deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35 For those who want to save their life will lose it, 
and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel,[a] will save it. 36 For what will it 
profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37 Indeed, what can they give in return for their 
life? 38 Those who are ashamed of me and of my words[b] in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them 
the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.’  
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